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USDA Visual Information

Establishing standards for USDA visual information complements the 

Department’s visual communication mission by assisting audience acces-

sibility, enhancing identity, and bringing cost effectiveness to the pro-

duction of information materials. 

Audience accessibility is increased with specifications that are based 

upon the findings of research into readability, legibility, and other reading 

and perception norms. The Department’s identity is enhanced when infor-

mation materials are recognizable by their consistent appearance. Cost      

effectiveness is obtained by gaining economy of scale with visual infor-

mation production. Preestablished formats eliminate the need to spend 

production time determining the form of presentation. Their use eliminates 

“reinventing the wheel” every time a message is developed, freeing writers 

and communication specialists to concentrate on content. 

 

These specifications are mandatory for the following USDA information 

materials, but are not limited and may be expanded as program missions 

dictate:

– All internal, administrative materials for government personnel relating to 

the operation of the Department or the execution of its programs.

– Scientific and technical information directed to the agricultural 

community.

– All other information materials not designed for specific targeted audi-

ences or special communication products. Targeted audiences may 

include those for whom USDA develops products meant to persuade 

(recruitment pamphlets), motivate (risk management), bring about 

behavior modification (nutrition and food safety), develop interest in 

unwilling and low-level readers, and assist those with special reading 

requirements, such as the visually impaired. Special communication 

products include exhibits and other materials that conform to Americans 

With Disabilities Act guidelines.

(1) The authority for mandatory specifications is DR 1470-1 which is available on the USDA web 

site at: www.usda.gov/directives/files/dr/DR1470-001.htm. Other mandatory guides produced 

by the Office of Communications are: USDA Visual Information Standards, Generic Standards, 

Summer 2002;  Office of Communications Guidelines, Style Guidelines for Media Materials, 

January 2002; USDA Stationery Systems, Specifications and Uses, December 1998; The USDA 

Symbol, Its Purpose and Use, August 1996. Certain compatible standards and style guides for 

identities and signage have also been officially established for agencies and programs by the 

USDA Office of Communications Visual Communications Center. The above guides are avail-

able for download at: www.usda.gov/agency/oc/design/vis_man_guide.html.

Introduction

The U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) prohibits discrimination in 
all its programs and activities on the 
basis of race, color, national origin, 
sex, religion, age, disability, political 
beliefs, sexual orientation, and marital 
or family status. (Not all prohibited 
bases apply to all programs.) Persons 
with disabilities who require alter-
native means for communication of 
program information (Braille, large 
print, audiotape, etc.) should contact 
USDA's TARGET Center at (202) 720-
2600 (voice and TDD). 

To file a complaint of discrimination, 
write USDA, Director, Office of Civil 
Rights, Room 326-W, Whitten Build-
ing, 14th and Independence Avenue, 
SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410 or 
call (202) 720-5964 (voice or TDD). 
USDA is an equal opportunity pro-
vider and employer.

USDA is committed to making its 
information materials accessible to all 
USDA customers and employees.
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Print/Examples, 8.5 x 11
Specifications 

Margins. Maintain 3/4” (.75) all around. 

Covers. All type in Helvetica. Title—set 
30/30 bold, FLRR (flush left, rag right), initial 
caps. Subtitle—set 18/18, bold and regular, 
FLRR, line for line. Identity—set 10/10 reg-
ular, FLRR, line for line. 

Symbols. Place the Department symbol 
as shown on the specification sheet. When 
applicable, place agency, program, and 
affiliated symbols one line space below the 
identity strip as shown on the example. All 
symbols should be the same size as the 
Department symbol.

One-column format. Main head Helvetica 
bold, 14/auto, FLRR. Text Times regular, 
11/16.5, FLRR by 31 picas. Subheads in 
bold. Callouts Helvetica bold, 11/16.5 FLRR 
by 9.5 picas. 

Two-column format. Main head Helvetica 
bold, 12/15, FLRR. Text 10/15 Times regular, 
FLRR by 20.5 picas. Set heads in bold. 

Three-column format. Main head Helvetica 
bold 12/15 FLRR. Text 9/15 Times regular, 
FLRR by 13 picas. Set heads in bold. 

One-Column Format

Two-Column Format Three-Column Format
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Print/Specifications, 8.5 x 11
8 1/2
(8.5)

3/4
(.75)

3/4
(.75)

2 1/4
(2.25)

1 21/32
(1.65)

1 21/32
(1.65)

1 21/32
(1.65)

1 21/32
(1.65)

1/8
(.125)

1/8
(.125)

1/8
(.125)

1/8
(.125)

1/8
(.125)

2 1/4
(2.25)

3/4
(.75)

3/4
(.75)

5/8
(.625)

1/8
(.125)

11
(11.0)

Position for 
USDA symbol

One-column format
left-hand page
5 7/32 (5.218),
Set type 31 picas

Two-column format
3 7/16 (3.425), 
Set type 20.5 picas

Three-column format
2 1/4 (2.25), 
Set type 13 picas

Position for identity 
and title 

ZONES FOR COVERS 

ZONES FOR PAGES 

8 3/4
(8.75)

USDA symbol 5/8 (.625)

2 1/4
(2.25)
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Specifications 

Margins. Maintain 5/8” (.625) all around.

Covers. All type in Helvetica. Title—set 
24/24 bold, FLRR (flush left, rag right), initial 
caps. Subtitle—set 14/14 bold and regular, 
FLRR, line for line. Identity—set 9/9 regular, 
FLRR, line for line. 

Symbols. Place the Department symbol 
as shown on the specification sheet. When 
applicable, place agency, program, and 
affiliated symbols one line space below the 
identity strip as shown in the example. All 
symbols should be the same size as the 
Department symbol.

One-column format. Main head Helvetica 
bold, 12/auto, FLRR. Text Times regular, 
11/auto, FLRR by 26 picas. Subheads in 
Helvetica bold. 

Two-column format. Main head Helvetica 
bold, 10/auto, FLRR. Text 9/11 Times regular, 
FLRR by 12.5 picas. Subheads in Helvetica 
bold. 

One-Column Format

Two-Column Format

Print/Examples, 5.5 x 8.5
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Position for 
USDA symbol

One-column format
4 1/4 (4.25),
Set type 25.5 picas

Two-column format
2 1/16 (2.063), 
Set type 20.5 picas

Position for identity 
and title 

ZONES FOR COVERS 

31/32
(.969)

2 1/16
(2.063)

1/8
(.125)

1/8
(.125)

1/8
(.125)

4 1/4
(4.25)

5/8
(.625)

5/8
(.625)

1/2
(.50)

8 1/2
(8.50)

5 1/2
(5.50)

5/8
(.625)

5/8
(.625)

1/8
(.125)

6 5/8
(6.625)

31/32
(.969)

31/32
(.969)

31/32
(.969)

2 1/16
(2.063)

Print/Specifications, 5.5 x 8.5

ZONES FOR PAGES 

USDA symbol 1/2 (.50)
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Specifi cations 

Margins. Maintain 1/2” (.50) all around.

Covers. All type in Helvetica. Title—set 18/
18 bold, FLRR, initial caps. Subtitle—set 14/
14 (as needed), reg u lar, FLRR, line for line. 
Identity—set 9/9, one line space be tween 
lines, reg u lar, FLRR, line for line. 

Symbols. Place the Department sym bol 
as shown on the spec i fi  ca tion sheet. When 
ap pli ca ble, place agency, program, and 
af fi l i at ed symbols 1/2” (.50) to the right of the 
USDA symbol as shown in the example. All 
sym bols should be the same size. 

One-column format. All type in Helvetica. 
Set main head 12/12, bold, FLRR. Text 
reg u lar, 9/12, FLRR by 18 picas. Subheads 
in bold.

Print/Ex am ples, 4 x 9

Two-page spread in one-column format

4" x 9" Publications, of 8 or more pages, 4" x 9" Publications, of 8 or more pages, 4" x 9" Publications, of 8 or more pages, 
can be bound as a book. If only 8 or fewer can be bound as a book. If only 8 or fewer can be bound as a book. If only 8 or fewer 
pages are needed, the publication can be pages are needed, the publication can be pages are needed, the publication can be 
folded from a single sheet (multiple-panel folded from a single sheet (multiple-panel folded from a single sheet (multiple-panel 
fold format).

4" x 9" Publications, of 8 or more pages, 
can be bound as a book. If only 8 or fewer 
pages are needed, the publication can be 
folded from a single sheet (multiple-panel 
fold format).
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Position for 
symbols

1/2
(.50)

1/5
(.50)

1/2
(.50)

9
(9.0)

4
(4.00)

1/2
(.50)

1/2
(.50)

1/8
(.125)

7 3/8
(7.375)

One-column format
3 (3.00),
Set type 18 picas

Position for identity 
and title 

ZONES FOR COVERS 

ZONES FOR PAGES 

Print/Specifications, 4 x 9

USDA symbol 1/2 (.50)
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Technology at Work

Assessments

The TARGET Center Staff is available to 

conduct worksite assessments for people with 

disabilities with a focus on assistive technology. 

Group and individual ergonomic assessments 

are available to all USDA employees.

14

Large Print format

“Large Print” is a highly used alternative printed 

document format. Large Print can be used for 

individuals with a low vision impairment. Low 

vision prohibits the use of font sizes (9-12 point) 

which are thought of as standard for the 

majority of readers. Although font size can be 

enlarged to almost any size, people with low 

vision generally require sizes between 18 and 24 

point for comfortable reading. A Sans-serif 

typeface is preferred by people with low-vision.

Having several copies of large print documents 

at seminars, workshops, and training sessions 

is recommended by the USDA TARGET Center. 

Attendees should be asked if they will require 

large print copies when they register for events. 

While the TARGET Center is the USDA resource 

center for converting documents, It is the 

responsibility of the agency conducting the 

event to convert informational documents into 

large print, if requested.

15

1" (1.000)

 

6"
(6.000)

1 1/4"
(1.250)

1 1/4"
(1.250)

1" (1.000)

Detail with 
Large Print text 
at actual size —>

Large Print Format
USDA is committed to compliance with 
Section 508 requirements. Section 508 
stipulates that all public information must 
be accessible to persons with disabilities. 
This may require the availability of alterna-
tive formats including “Large Print.” The 
USDA TARGET Center is the contact point 
and resource center for converting USDA 
information and documents into alternative 
formats including Braille, large print, video 
description, diskette, and audiotape formats. 
More information is available from their web 
site at: www.usda.gov/oo/target/

Large Print format
“Large Print” is a highly used alternative 
printed document format. Large Print can 
be used for individuals with a low vision 
impairment. Low vision prohibits the use 
of font sizes (9-12 point) which are thought 
of as standard for the majority of readers. 
Although font size can be enlarged to almost 
any size, people with low vision generally 
require sizes between 18 and 24 point for 
comfortable reading. When charts, graphs, 
or tables are part of the publication, the text 
in them should also be at least 18 points. 

Avoid placing colored text on a colored 
background where there is insufficient 
brightness contrast between the two to be 
easily read by persons with low vision. 

A Sans-serif typeface is preferred by people 
with low-vision. Set titles in Helvetica black, 
36/38, FLRR. Set subheads in Helvetica 
black, 20/30, FLRR. Set text in Helvetica 
regular, 20/30, FLRR. The line length for text 
is 36 picas. 

Having several copies of large print docu-
ments at seminars, workshops, and training 
sessions is recommended by the USDA 
TARGET Center. Attendees should be asked 
if they will require large print copies when 
they register for events. While the TARGET 
Center is the USDA resource center for con-
verting documents, It is the responsibility of 
the agency conducting the event to convert 
informational documents into large print, if 
requested.

8.5" x 11" Large Print Format



10

USDA Visual Information Standards 

11

Specifications and Uses

Web Site Format
USDA’s newly redesigned web site places 
emphasis on customer needs rather than 
agency organization. This approach applies 
to all USDA agencies and offices. The 
complete new guidelines and standards for 
USDA Web Presence are available online at: 
www.egov.usda.gov/intranet/WebPresence/
USDA_Web_StyleGuide_v1.0.pdf. Please 
contact your agency webmaster for a login 
and password.

The USDA User Interface (UI) Style Guide 
defines the guidelines and standards for 
look, feel, and navigation that will promote 
consistency while improving the overall user 
experience. The guide will help reinforce 
and protect the integrity of the USDA brand.  
Designers and developers should use this 
guide to understand how to apply these stan-
dards to all web pages created for USDA.   

The guide provides detailed information and 
templates for all levels of Web pages. The 
templates included provide designers and 
developers with examples of how to display 
commonly used information. Specifications  
for color and typography that meet depart-
ment-wide standards are included. Also, 
provided are guidelines and advice on pre-
paring content to maximize the user’s ability 
to locate, understand, and use information.  

Web Page Structure
Most pages of the USDA Web site have 
content that can be structured within the 
following six sections: the Masthead, Top 
Navigation Bar, Left Navigation Column, 
Right Navigation Column, Footer and Con-
tent Area. The basic components of these 
areas will allow you to build additional pages 
within the Web site.

The Masthead is the main branding area of 
the USDA Web site and will appear on every 
page. The Branding Area is the area at the 
top of the masthead where the USDA logo 
and typography appear. The size and place-
ment of the Branding Area elements and the 
Top Navigation Bar cannot be altered.

The Left Navigation Column appears on 
every page of the Web site. There are four 
main ways to find information on the USDA 
Web site. The user can Search for specific 
information. My USDA can be used to 
customize information specific to the user. 
Browse by Audience will direct users based 
on audience type. Browse by Subject will 
direct users by common topics of interest. 
These components always appear in the 
same place on every page.

Masthead

Top 
Navigation bar 

Left 
Navigation 

Column

Footer

Right 
Navigation 
Column
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Exhibit media/
Examples

Specifi cations 

Measures: Maintain an identity zone that is 
approximately 1/6 of the exhibit height. 

Symbols. Place the Department sym bol on 
the left side of the zone, one symbol width 
from the edge. Place agency or other sym-
 bols to the right of the USDA symbol in the 
man ner shown on the spec i fi  ca tions sheet.

Typography. Set title and heads in Helvet-
ica, write a 1-line title. For a 10’ trade show 
exhibit, the capital letters in the title should 
be 4” to 5” high. 

Content. Maintain the most important in for -
ma tion in the top 1/3 of the exhibit space, 
the optimum viewing area. 
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Exhibit media/
Specifications

IDENTITY ZONE

Department 
and other
symbols

CONTENT ZONE

(Text, image, data,
tables, illustration)

15 inches

End 
wraps 
vary

Specifications are for a typical four-panel,  
magnetic hold, “pop-up” 10’ trade show 
style exhibit. Configurations and dimen-
sions vary from one exhibit manufacturer to 
another so measurements are approximate. 
Layout principles remain in effect.

Panel
widths 
vary

10 feet
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Presentation materials/
Example

Today's presentation media are most often 
digital. Overhead projections and 35mm 
slides have given way to computer gener-
ated presentations using PowerPoint, PDF 
files, and HTML web browsers. Other more 
sophisticated software (e.g., Macromedia  
Flash and Director) are used for animated 
presentations. 

Projections vary in size and proportion 
depending on the output device. Wide-
screen Plasma dimensions are much dif-
ferent than more traditional CRT monitors. 
This makes consistent specification of font 
size and margins very difficult. Therefore, 
percentages or ratios will be used instead of 
actual numeric dimensions.

Margins. Allow about 10% of the image 
area for margins. This is equivalent to about 
a 1" margin on a typical page.  If the presen-
tation is being shown over broadcast media, 
increase the margins to 15% to allow for 
cutoff variations from screen to screen.

Symbol. The USDA symbol is placed flush 
right and centered vertically in the identity 
zone as shown on the specification sheet. 
Agency and other symbols are placed to the 
right as shown in the example.

Color and Contrast. Unlike printed material, 
text on projected images is easier to read if 
it is a light color (preferably white) on a dark 
muted background.

Identity Text. Set type in Helvetica, upper 
and lower case (avoid using all caps) at 
about half the size of the body text. Align the 
identity text with the USDA and agency logo.

Title. Set in Helvetica Bold, upper and lower 
case, with about a 25 character line length.

Content Text. Avoid using all caps. Set in 
Helvetica Regular with about a 40 character 
line length. Keep the amount of text to a 
minimum and avoid extraneous words. For 
good readability and audience focus, bul-
leted items are better than narrative text.  
Maintain a maximum of 7 bulleted items per 
presentation image.

Briefing chart for 
Plasma screen display

PowerPoint slide

United States Department of Agriculture
Risk Management Agency

Recognizing Risk Factors, 
What to Look for in 2004
• Drought condition predictors

• Pest control planning and budgeting

• Is this the year of the storm?

• Protecting livestock from hazards

• Market price fluctuations

United States Department of Agriculture

Healthy Forest Initiative
Acres Treated for Hazardous Fuels Reduction (in thousands)

Fiscal Years

2004
Estimate

2005
Budget

2003
Actual

2002
Actual

2,245

2,669
3,290

3,871
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United States Department of Agriculture
Agency Name (align with logos)

Title Text, 25 Character Line
Maximum

• Content text, 40 character lines Max.

• Content text

• Content text

• Content text

• Content text

Identity Zone

Title Zone

Content Zone

10%

IDENTITY ZONE
Department and agency
names and symbols

TITLE ZONE

CONTENT ZONE
Text, image, charts,
tables, illustrations

Presentation materials/
Specifications

10%

PowerPoint Slide

Wide Plasma Screen 
Display Areas

Bleed Area for 
Video Cutoff
The background color must 
extend this far to allow for 
differences in video display 
cutoff points. 

Visible Image Area
(90% of Bleed Area)
This will be the viewable area 
of most display devices. 

Type Safe Area
(90% of Visible Image Area)
Text or charts can safely be 
placed in this area and not be 
trimmed by the display device.
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Measurement Systems
Layout specifications for USDA print materi-
als are given in inches. Measurements are 
given in fractions as well as decimals. 

Typographic specifications (for the size of 
type, the space between lines, rules, line 
length, and the like) are given in the Pica 
System, the printing industry standard. 
There are 12 points to a pica and 6 picas to 
an inch. Therefore, 72 points equal 1 inch. 

A typical typographic specification 
would read:

“set Helvetica regular, 8/9 x 13” 

This means: 

Helvetica = name of the typeface;

 8 = size of the typeface in points;

 9 = leading, the space between 
lines in points; and 

 x 13 = length of the line (the width of 
the column) in picas. 

The smallest increment used for type speci-
fications in this guide is 6 points. 

The size of ruled lines, “rules,” is shown in 
both decimal inches and points.

Glossary
Grid Systems
A grid is an underlying structure for the 
organized placement of elements on a page. 
Grids are a manner of dividing a blank space 
(page, screen, or exhibit panel). They are 
used to establish zones for visual informa-
tion elements and as a tool to quickly layout 
pages in a consistent manner. 

Standard Typefaces
All type in the USDA visual management 
system that is used for titles, heads, and 
identity is specified in the typeface Hel-
vetica. The typeface equivalents to Helvetica 
on PC and Macintosh platforms are  named 
Arial and Helvetica Neue. While the preferred 
type for text material is Times Roman or 
New Times Roman, many other typefaces 
are suitable for mainstream text. In general, 
the typeface should be clean and legible 
with few embellishments. Good examples 
with excellent readability are Garamond, 
Caslon, and Frutiger.


